Abstract: LEADER has been an outstanding example, within the European normative institutional model, of progress towards territorial governance. The application of this policy has been organised through local action groups (LAGs). This study aims to develop the analysis of the existing relationship between rural development and territorial governance by looking at the usefulness of digitalisation processes in providing access to the information available in these LAGs.
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PUBLIC INTEREST STATEMENT
Do villages have access to the Internet? Has the rural population been digitalised? Even though city dwellers think it impossible, there still exists a great digital divide between the countryside and the city. The aim of this article is to measure digital governance, that is, to evaluate the digital access to the information available on websites provided for local inhabitants by those responsible for managing the rural environment (Local Action Groups).
Digital technologies and the expansion of the Internet are crucial to the consolidation of democracy, transparency and public participation. In spite of the majority of the local action groups (LAGs) in Spain having made an effort to communicate public information to local inhabitants, they have not yet achieved high levels of success. It is not only a question of doing things better, but also of communicating how and why these things are being done, so that local inhabitants know what is happening and can participate.
Introduction
Link Between Rural Economic Development Activities (LEADER) 1 was created in 1991 as a methodology based on the autonomy and responsibility of the rural population for its own development. Many authors have analysed its evolution (Convery, Soane, Dutson, & Shaw, 2010; Gkartzios & Scott, 2014; Kovách, 2000; Ray, 2000) , the progress is made in relation to its institutional capacity (Annibal, Liddle, & McElwee, 2013) and the evaluation of its management (Díaz-Puente, Montero, & de Los Ríos Carmenado, 2009; High & Nemes, 2007) , in this way increasing awareness of and interest in rural development (Teilmann, 2012) .
LEADER, as a rural development and territorial governance strategy, is an adaptation of structures and processes to new social requirements, within the European Union (EU) being an example of the principles that have defined its normative institutional model, through the opening up of the decision-making process, the responsibility, the efficiency and the coherence of European institutions (European Commission, 2001) . To these can be added other new principles: participation, transparency and the search for a consensus on a spatial model (Angeon & Lardon, 2008; Fernández-Tabales, Foronda-Robles, Galindo-Pérez-de-Azpillaga, & García-López, 2017; OECD, 2006; Pina, Torres, & Royo, 2010; Tovey, 2008) . Within the EU's Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), LEADER represents the recognition of the absolute need for a channel through which full advantage can be taken of the possibilities offered by the non-statutory organisations that exist in rural areas (Ray, 2000) , as well as an opportunity to diversify the economy of these areas through innovation.
LEADER is also the reflection of an endogenous focus that responds to territorial challenges (Bosworth et al., 2016 ) that fall within two main concepts: taking decision making to the territory itself (Navarro, Woods, & Cejudo, 2015) -the principle of subsidiarity-; and activating the mechanisms of public and private representation-the principle of association (AagaardThuesen, 2010) . Both concepts appear to be driven by social actors (Lopolito, Sisto, Barbuto, & Da Re, 2015) , in an intervention of a multisectorial nature that ensures complementarity in rural areas (Gallent, Juntti, Kidd, & Shaw, 2008) and the empowering of the local community (Storey, 1999) . The means employed by this policy have access to information (Scott, 2004) , participation (Böcher, 2008) , territorial trust (Galindo-Pérez-de-Azpillaga, Foronda-Robles, & García-López, 2014; Pisani, Franceschetti, Secco, & Da Re, 2014) and collaborative networks (Emerson, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2012; Kovách, 2000; Pappalardo, Marquardt, & Pecorino, 2014) , as well as other tools of social capital (Nardone, Sisto, & Lopolito, 2010; Yamaoka, Tomosho, Mizoguchi, & Sugiura, 2008) .
The application of this policy is organised through local action groups (LAGs), which have two roles, one as a conduit for development funds and the other as a provider of structure for rural development policy (Andersson & Kovách, 2010) . This type of entity is very closely associated with organisational efficiency (Yagüe, De Nicolas, & Martínez, 2013) and the ability to decentralise (Parker, 1995) . Its structure took control away from state institutions and provided a forum for public participation (Navarro et al., 2015) . However, there is a dichotomy that is expressed in the opinions of different authors, between elitist LAGs (Aagaard-Thuesen, 2010; Böcher, 2008; Sørensen & Torfing, 2007) and inclusive LAGs (Davies, 2007; Shortall, 2008) .
In terms of (local) governance, the introduction of technological applications implies a transformation in institutional and community culture (Muñoz-Cañavate & Hípola, 2011; Reddick & Aikins, 2012) , in that they offer the possibility of participating in the management of local affairs. Due to the problems existing in rural areas, the EU (European Commission, 1997) has already given importance to examining how information and communication technology (ICT) can facilitate the implementation of rural development strategies, a reduction in distances to decision-making centres, an increase in access to information, and support for both the availability of services and training in the use of new technologies (Chapman & Slaymaker, 2002) . Telecommuting has been one of the most important examples of the new opportunities available in rural areas (Grimes, 2000) . The EU has already published the Europe 2020 strategy (European Commission, 2010a), in which is included the Digital Agenda for Europe (European Commission, 2010b) .
It is patently obvious that the Internet could be used as a tool for improving democratic processes (Arabatzis, Andreopoulou, Koutroumanidis, & Manos, 2010; Archer, 2005; Nugroho, 2010) . Public administration websites and social network activity are key tools for the dissemination of information coming from the public sector (Bertot, Jaeger, & Grimes, 2012; Picazo-Vela, Gutiérrez-Martínez, & Luna-Reyes, 2012; Yildiz, 2007) , this being particularly true in the context of the different forms of e-government (Banas, 2010; Choudrie, Weerakkody, & Jones, 2005) . These electronic strategies are factors that have a direct impact on the satisfaction and trust of the general public (Welch, Hinnant, & Moon, 2005) The current scientific literature also includes the concepts of resilience (Ashmore, Farrington, & Skerratt, 2017; Roberts, Anderson, Skerratt, & Farrington, 2017) and digital inclusion (Mariën, Heyman, Salemink, & Van Audenhove, 2016; Philip, Cottrill, Farrington, Williams, & Ashmore, 2017) in the studies that explore inequality in rural development associated with digital policy (Salemink, Strijker, & Bosworth, 2017) . This paper aims to offer a deeper understanding of the existing relationship between rural development and territorial governance in terms of how digitalisation processes are used to access information, focusing on the case of LAGs. This topic is new and challenging in the context of the current scientific literature on LAGs (Arora-Jonsson, 2017; Hoffmann & Hoffmann, 2018; Pisani & Christoforou, 2017; Pollermann, Raue, & Schnaut, 2017; Sisto, Lopolito, & van Vliet, 2018; Talò, 2017) , the EU documents concerning LAGs 2 and the documents drafted by LAGs across the EU (European Commission, 2018; European Economic and Social Committee, 2017a, 2017b; European Network for Rural Development, 2014 . The research into digital governance and information technologies in a rural context must be continued from this moment and into the future.
The proposed objective is to design indicators that allow the measurement of the territorial governance achieved by LAGs. They will be used as an instrument for the evaluation of the digital access to information that LAGs provide for the citizens living in their territories and the contribution of this digital access to rural development. This objective will be pursued through the use of a digital governance index (DGOVERNANCE_LAG), which is a model for the statistical integration of variables related to contact with the general public, institutional and organisational information, and financial references. This index will be applied to all of the LAGs in Spain. Furthermore, the approach presented here can be used as a tool for monitoring the success of LAGs' rural development actions in the framework of the European CAP.
Materials and methods

Instruments
The EU's determination to achieve sustainable growth, improve competitiveness and optimise expenditure, in a context of fiscal restrictions, has given rise to important policy changes. One consequence of these changes is Regulation (EU) Nº 1303 Nº /2013 in which are laid down the rules relating to the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIFs) for the period 2014-2020, among which can be found the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) (Fésüs, 2014) . In Article 4 of the EAFRD's own Regulation (EU) Nº 1305/2013 4 are laid out the rural development measures that should be financed, which include the following: encourage competitiveness in agriculture; guarantee the sustainable management of natural resources and climate change; and achieve the balanced territorial development of rural economies and communities, this including the creation and preservation of employment.
The use of LAGs as a variable to work in the accomplishment of these EAFRD objectives is justified in different reviews (Ottomano Palmisano et al., 2016; Volk & Bojnec, 2014) . In the same vein, the analysis of indicators for the study of LAGs is a reference that is supported by solid arguments and is defined from different perspectives, from general evaluations of the LEADER programme (Lopolito et al., 2015) to specific evaluations of certain actors, such as the role played by agricultural entrepreneurs (Delin, 2012) .
This study proposes an analysis of LAGs that is based on the presence or absence of certain common features, established in predefined variables, which are found on their websites. These variables specifically consist of 21 indicators ( Table 1 ) that describe the characteristics of each site (Arabatzis et al., 2010) in relation to its digital capability to improve results in and be accountable for rural development policies, and thus promote an improvement in territorial governance processes.
• Contact with citizens (CONTACT_LAG): This core is composed of eight indicators, beginning with Communication channels (CC): Email (01_CC) and the opportunities offered by this Internet service (Jones & Woolley, 2014) ; Web form (02_CC), which allows data to be introduced in an intuitive way (Bon et al., 2013) ; Suggestion box (03_CC), containing suggestions from citizens (Colombo, 2010) ; Intranet (04_CC), only for those who have been registered in the system (Huang, Luo, & Zou, 2013) ; and News section (05_CC). In Social networks (SN) and active online participation are included the following indicators (Lundgren & Johansson, 2017) : Facebook (Svensson, 2015) ; Twitter (07_SN) account (Wang, Kuzmickaja, Stol, Abrahamsson, & Fitzgerald, 2014) ; and YouTube (08_SN), where users upload and share LAG videos (Susarla, Oh, & Tan, 2012) .
• Institutional and organisational information (INFO_LAG): There are seven indicators that examine aspects relative to the group's operation and management rules: Aims (01_STN) and objectives of the LAG (Huang et al., 2013) ; Statutes (02_STN) or legal document, where the interests of the group's members are represented, its strategies are established, and its decision-making process is laid out (Cristóvão & Baptista, 2012) . There is also Management information (MNG): General assembly/Members (03_MNG), as a reflection of the actors implicated in the territorial reality (Lester & Reckhow, 2013) ; Governing board (04_MNG), which is legally responsible for the group and its activities (Aagaard-Thuesen, 2010); and finally, Technical team (05_MNG), which manages the implementation of European funds (Fałkowski, 2013; Spilanis, Kizos, & Giordano, 2016) . Cooperation networks (COO), which are promoted by the European Network for Rural Development (ENRD), and the LAGs' capacity for collaboration must also be included, with national Interterritorial (06_COO) networks established by the groups (Furmankiewicz, Janc, & Macken-Walsh, 2016) , and Transnational (07_COO) networks, which contribute to policy coordination between groups from different countries (Zeemering, 2014) .
• Financial references (FIN_LAG): In this section, the following components are included: The Identification/Title (01_PRJ) assigned to the project; Investment (02_PRJ) and Grant (03_PRJ), which give details of the help given. There are also Ranking criteria (04_PRJ) and the coherence of the selection process of candidates for operations, together with a definition of the selection criteria; for this purpose, from the LAG websites should be taken the rules laid down to establish and evaluate merits, solvency and if the admission criteria are met, among others (Dudley & Wegrich, 2016) . Finally, there are the References for transparency in management (TRY): Economic report (05_TRY), which provides information on progress towards specific goals (Pascoe et al., 2016) with the publication of the annual accounts; and Offer of employment (06_TRY), managed by the group with the local search carried out by the applicants (Lutgen & Van der Linden, 2015) .
Participants
The total number of LAGs, according to the information provided by the ENRD Contact Point website (European Commission, 2017) 
Data collection
The study intends to compile evidence that is relevant to the digital governance and ICT evaluation process, always on the condition that the data are objectively verifiable through the LAG websites (Nardone et al., 2010) , first of all by means of a standardised evaluation technique, using semiquantitative data concerning the existence of websites, web addresses and digitalised information online, followed by an analysis to examine the presence or absence of common features (Arabatzis et al., 2010 ).
This examination is composed of items on a dichotomous scale, and there is an evaluation of whether or not the required information is available: the verification process awards a score of 1 if the information has been published on the website, and also when the information exists but can only be accessed by members with a password conversely, a score of 0 is awarded if the information section has not been published, cannot be accessed efficiently or lacks content.
The review dates for the LAG websites are taken from two searches. The first was carried out between April and October 2015, which was the final period of the previous phase, before the CLLD programming process began. The second, which was much more fruitful, was carried out between July and November 2016, during the CLLD programming process.
The case study is comprised of all 251 Spanish LAGs, of which 96.8% are operational online. It was not possible to gather information from eight groups (one in Andalusia, one in Castile-Leon, one in the Canary Islands, one in Catalonia, three in Galicia and one in the Basque Country), 6 due to their websites not being available during the review periods, this being for several reasons, most specifically because some groups are managed by other groups due to administrative irregularities, or because they are managed by the regional government itself. Consequently, the percentages in the Results section are based on the information gathered from 243 LAGs. The representation of these LAGs is not equivalent to the NUT 3 scale of the Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics developed and regulated by the EU, which corresponds to Spanish provinces, as LAGs are of a smaller size that is equivalent to Spanish districts. The LAGs are listed in Appendix A, with a reference number assigned to each one so that it can be found more easily (in the Results section the reference numbers are placed in parentheses). Also, reference is made to the average percentage achieved in each autonomous community (equivalent to the NUT 2 scale) to provide a more homogenous view of the existing spatial relationships.
Data analysis
To contextualise the data, it is necessary to highlight how ICTs are used in rural areas in Spain. In rural households, their use has grown, even if there does still exists a digital divide between rural and urban areas that can be attributed to inaccessibility or a lack of technological knowledge. The average percentage of households with Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line (ADSL) coverage of less than 2 Mbps in areas with more than 10,000 inhabitants is 91.06, compared with 72.61 in areas with less than that number. However, if the coverage is increased to 10 Mbps, the territorial differences are more marked, with 72.22% compared with 56.95%, using the same demographic division (Ministry of Industry, Energy and Tourism [MINETAD], 2016). These levels of digital accessibility imply a validation of the study carried out by MINETAD and highlight the distance that still needs to be covered to reach the goals of the Europe 2020 strategy (European Commission, 2010a) and the Digital Agenda for Europe (European Commission, 2014) . Along the same lines, there is the CORA project 7 (Connecting Remote Areas with digital infrastructure and services), developed by the German agency Atene KOM, which takes on the challenges presented by the development of broadband and digitalisation in rural areas as part of an EU integration strategy.
Using the methodology developed in the current study, once the two searches have been accepted, partial indices are calculated for each core (CONTACT_LAG, INFO_LAG and FIN_LAG) , and subsequently the digital governance index (DGOVERNANCE_LAG) is calculated, this being determined by the summation of the partial indices and represented as a percentage of the total number of indicator items.
The results obtained are classified at four different levels (Carpio, 2015) , according to the percentage reached, with graduations appearing after achieving at least 50% of the indicators: Very Advanced (over 90%), Advanced (70-89%), Intermediate (50-69%) and Limited (less than 50%).
Results
The Contact with citizens (CONTACT_LAG) that the LAGs have is fundamental, since they are part of the social and administrative landscape. The average for this indicator in Spain is 48.54%. The potential of the CONTACT_LAG core, which has not yet been fulfilled, is based on the chance offered by social networks to exchange opinions, experiences and knowledge. In this way, these social networks imply a transformation in the behaviour of LAGs, with citizens becoming part of the rural development agenda (Table 2) .
Email (01_CC) addresses are the most frequently used Internet service (96.59%). At the other end of the scale, the Intranet (04_CC) for technicians or members is less frequently used (22.17%). There exists a range of services that are designed to facilitate the participation of citizens in public life, including Web forms (02_CC) and News section (05_CC), the latter reaching 89.47%.
Social networks are having an impact on communication and institutional management in rural areas vis-à-vis more traditional means of communication. Social network relationships have become omnipresent, in particular on Facebook (06_SN), with 52.07%, and on Twitter (07_SN), with 39.84%. This appearance of 2.0 Internet applications has allowed LAGs to interact and collaborate in virtual communities, which tend to spread beyond their district boundaries, in terms of both use and impact. Tables 2-5 In general, LAGs have had to adapt to the rise of technology. Map 1 shows how only 1.23% of LAGs reach the Very Advanced level. Litoral de la Janda (1103) in Andalusia, Sierra de Montánchez y Tamuja (1007) in Extremadura, and Alto Narcea Muniellos (3301) in Asturias have the highest score within this band. The second level, Advanced, contains 17.28% of the LAGs. The number of groups increases at the Intermediate level, with 41.56%, and finally, the Limited level contains 39.92%. If greater territorial homogeneity were sought, using the average value of the groups by autonomous community as a reference, no autonomous community would appear until these last two levels, with seven achieving Intermediate values and two of these from northern peninsular Spain (Navarre and Cantabria) achieving the most outstanding results.
Institutional and organisational information (INFO_LAG) has an average of 51.41% (Table 3 ). In Information on standards (STN), Aims (01_STN) are disseminated more than Statutes (02_STN). In Management information (MNG), the dominant information is that regarding General assembly/ Members (03_MNG), this being a body with a limited decision-making capacity; these assemblies have a tripartite structure-with political, social and economic actors-although on occasion they are dominated or monopolised by statutory actors. Information concerning the Governing board (04_MNG), the body with true power, is disseminated to a lesser degree, and in last place are the Technical teams (05_MNG). Totally, 67.76% of the LAGs include information on joint Interterritorial (06_COO) cooperation projects on their websites, while Transnational (07_COO) networks are given little coverage.
In the review on a district scale (Map 2), nine LAGs achieve the Very Advanced level and account for 3.70% of the total number: Calatayud y Comarca del Aranda (5502) and Tierras del Jiloca y Gallocanta (4402) in Aragon; Sierra Oeste (2805) in Madrid; Valle de Alcudia (1301) and Tierras de Libertad (1303) in Castile-La Mancha; Alpujarra-Sierra Nevada de Almería (402), Sierra de Cazorla (2301), Sierra de Segura (2306) and Guadajoz y Campiña Este de Córdoba (1402) in Andalusia. The homogenisation of the average results by autonomous community highlights La Rioja at the Advanced level, and at the Intermediate level appear the following nine, the two most outstanding once again being from Map 1. CONTACT_LAG core by LAGs in Spain.
northern peninsular Spain (Aragon and Cantabria). The successful cases are due to the LAGs focusing their efforts on the establishment of links and synergies between different sectoral projects, paying attention to their strategy, and facilitating participative processes. The manager's responsibilities should be centred around the following areas: real control of project development; the completion of rural development projects; the creation of and support for projects involving interregional collaboration; and the monitoring and evaluation of the regional development strategy.
Totally, 30.04% of the LAGs are at the Advanced level, 21.40% are at the Intermediate level and 44.86% have less than half of the indicators. These results show how necessary territorial governance is to satisfy the demands of local development, along with the efficient organisation and management of the LAG.
The Financial references (FIN_LAG) core includes information about the level of economic and financial transparency that the LAGs are able to achieve through their websites. The average of these indicators for Spain is 51.25% (Table 4) . In Project references (PRJ), the outstanding indicator is the Identification/Title (01_PRJ) of the financed projects, with the rest achieving a similar average. In contrast, in References for transparency in management (TRY), there is greater disparity between Offer of employment (06_TRY) on the website, with a value of over 50%, and the presence of the Economic report (05_TRY), with a low number of results.
The main rural business objective is to access aid programmes that make possible the maintenance, expansion or creation of new economic activities in the district. The following nine LAGs (3.70%)-on Map 3-achieve the highest representation: Almanzora (401) Extremadura. The LAGs are divided between 20.99% represented at the Advanced level, 24.69% at the Intermediate level and 50.62% at the Limited level. In terms of autonomous communities, northern peninsular Spain stands out yet again, with Cantabria achieving the highest percentage and falling in the Advanced level, being followed by seven autonomous communities at the Intermediate level. The majority of the LAGs consider that their main function must be to provide support and services for the beneficiaries of a project, by implementing programmes and looking for additional finance, both local and external.
Finally, the digital governance index (DGOVERNANCE_LAG) achieves an average of 50.33% and is thus placed at the Intermediate level (Table 5 ). The implementation of digital governance aims to simplify and improve the relationships between the groups and their citizens. However, the LAGs are in the process of adapting to the new more inclusive form of public administration, and there is still room for improvement in the process of internal modernisation, which is based on the search for efficiency (the handling of resources) and the development of certain aspects of public participation (the decision-making process).
A review of the distribution of the index reveals a reality in which none of the groups can be placed at the Very Advanced level (Map 4). The Advanced level is reached by Litoral de La Janda (1103) in Andalusia, and Tierras del Jiloca y Gallocanta (4402) It is shown that even though the autonomous communities in southern peninsular Spain stand out prominently for their individual LAGs, both in the subcores and/or in the final index values, with CastileLa Mancha having seven outstanding groups and Andalusia, remarkably, 12 (the latter having the highest number of groups, which is 52), it is in northern peninsular Spain that the average percentages by autonomous community are higher, with La Rioja, Navarre, Aragon and especially Cantabria playing a prominent role, the latter achieving outstanding results in all of the cores and in the final index value.
Conclusion
This paper achieves the stated objective of analysing the use of digital means by LEADER LAGs in the communication process with others, in particular with the people who live in the area for which the LAG is responsible. This use of these means has been possible because LEADER has been a substitute for hierarchical intervention, although traditional types of top-down policy continue to dominate EU rural strategy in terms of financial flow.
According to the latest EU legislation, rural development policy should be adapted to the Community-led Local Development (CLLD) approach, in which territorial governance is increasingly accepted for the promotion of rural development, since it attempts to break down the boundaries between those in charge of carrying out interventions and the potential beneficiaries, in this way shaping new social networks.
In this context, access to both information and participation plays a fundamental role in territorial governance and is vital for the sustainability of the development processes. Digital technologies and the spread of the Internet have been decisive in the renewal and strengthening of citizens' rights, in the search for higher levels of transparency, in greater active participation in territorial management, and in the close collaboration between the administration and society. Consequently, "smart villages" are implementing innovative measures to improve both services and infrastructures.
It could be said that after 25 years of the implementation of LEADER, rural areas in Europe now have access to a consolidated network of institutions and actors involved in the territorial focus of local development.
The LAGs have been largely responsible for the strategic planning of a rural territorial nature and have grown into the role of spokesperson when the different administrations have been involved. However, the institutional processes that support these groups as instruments of territorial governance have been criticised for a certain lack of representativity.
It is important to keep moving forward with new approaches that incorporate the territories' learning capacity so that digital governance can be achieved, since digital constructions and participative learning allow rural society to make decisions. For this reason, DGOVERNANCE_LAG has been designed and explained, and its pertinence in evaluating the role of LAGs in digital governance has been justified. This index has been successfully applied to the case of Spain and has proved to be viable in the study of real examples, although a complementary qualitative (or semi-quantitative) analysis of the information harnessed would allow greater insight into the real progress and usefulness of the rural digitalisation process.
The main limitation in carrying out the research and the application of the DGOVERNANCE_LAG index has been the existence of information gaps in the LAGs under study due to its' not always being possible to access available and/or updated sources in all cases. In the future, it will be essential to identify both this and other obstacles before trying out new tools and solutions that facilitate digital development in rural areas.
The justification of LAGs' Internet activity not only needs to be more efficient but the how and why of their creation must also be explained. It could be said that LAGs are the pillar of social capital in rural territories, in that they bring the key actors in the territory together, foster the development of networks between them and generate a cohesion that leads to a greater commitment among the entire collective of key actors. The DGOVERNANCE_LAG index will help rural managers in Spain to develop a series of tools or a guide with which to improve the processes of territorial governance and can be replicated by LAGs across the EU since it is flexible and applicable.
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